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Management Skill Training for Traditional
Primary Industries: Is Delivery in Decline?
Pat Millar and Sue Kilpatrick
University of Tasmania
Aproject being undertaken by the University of Tasmania analyses VET activity for thelivestock industries and assesses the perceptions of VET’s role and effectiveness inachieving improved management skills of producers. Registered training organisations and
various stakeholders across Australia are being interviewed about issues that enhance and inhibit
effective delivery to primary producers in the beef cattle and sheep meat and wool industries.
The research is due for completion by the end of 2005. Interim findings suggest that, although
research and state policies identify a need for training at AQF level IV and beyond, delivery has
actually declined in some areas. In exploring the issues behind this, the present paper addresses
the conference themes of transitions, interrelationships, partnerships and sustainable futures in
management skill development in these traditional Australian primary industries.
The University of Tasmania’s Department of
Rural Health is investigating VET activity for
the beef cattle and sheep/wool industries. The
project is funded by Meat and Livestock
Australia, Australian Wool Innovations and
the Sheep Co-operative Research Centre.
Industry has some concerns that management
skill development in these traditional primary
industries may be lagging. The emerging
findings of our research reveal significant
issues around the 2005 Post-Compulsory
Education and Training Conference themes
of transitions, interrelationships, partnerships
and sustainable futures, as they apply to 
this sector.
Australian agriculture operates in a
climate of transition (Kilpatrick, 2000).
Large productivity and profit gaps between
best and worst farm performers point to
substantial skill gaps in technical and
business planning in all sectors (Rural
Industry Working Group, 2001).
Education and training is especially impor-
tant for those functions which require
adaptation to change, and in encouraging
greater adoption of the innovative business
practices necessary for sustainable futures
(RIRDC, 1998; Rural Industry Working
Group, 2001; OPCET, 2004).
In the past three years, the subsidised
FarmBis program — functioning through
partnerships between commonwealth and
state governments — has seen some 69,000
engagements with management level train-
ing by beef and sheep producers acquiring
skills in areas such as business planning,
quality assurance, risk management, market-
ing and natural resource management (see
Figure 1) — a yearly average of 23,000
engagements with training.
Meanwhile, NCVER statistics for 2004
show that there were 4,600 enrolments in
AQF level 4, 5 and 6 courses (see Figure 2)
selected for their relevance to beef and
sheep producers.
This sets the scene for the University of
Tasmania’s study. The FarmBis data
suggests that there is a willingness by
producers to engage in training at this level.
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Why, then, are enrolments in VET not
more robust?
Background
The Rural Production Training Package
(RTE03) is the basis of vocational education
and training for the agricultural industry in
Australia, its key industry sectors including
beef cattle, sheep and wool, shearing, rural
business, and rural business management. It
is in the process of superseding the
Agriculture Training Package (RUA98). In
the primary industries sector overall,
however, there is a relatively low uptake of
training. Nearly 65 per cent of people
working in the sector have either not
completed high school or have no post-
school qualification (ABS, 2001), compared
with 31.6% in the general working-age
population in the same year (ABS, 2004).
Less than 20% of primary industries workers
have a certificate, 5% have a diploma, and
6% have a degree (ABS, 2001).
A variety of barriers to participation in
learning activities by primary producers has
been identified in the literature. Formal
education qualifications are traditionally
not highly valued by farmers (Bell &
Pandey, 1987; Clarke, 1987; Johnson,
Bone, & Knight, 1996). Other attitudinal
barriers include lack of confidence as a
learner, fear of educational institutions,
courses that are perceived as not meeting
needs and, for some women, a perception
that training is male dominated (Kelly,
1994). There may be structural barriers to
participation in training for rural
Australians, including location, timing,
entry requirements and inappropriate
teaching methods for adults (Kelly, 1994).
Shortcomings in service providers have
been identified (Vanclay & Lawrence,
1994), including underlying tensions
between the needs of industry and the
delivery of relevant training packages in a
flexible and work-ready format (Agri-Food
Industry Skills Council, 2005). These
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Figure 1
Participation in FarmBis subsidised training by beef and sheep producers (From FarmBis2
database tables supplied by the Department of Agriculture, Forests and Fisheries).
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issues require innovative and flexible
solutions to be found by training providers,
colleges and the interrelated development
agencies which support them.
Methodology
The University of Tasmania’s project
methodology involved a search of the
National Training Information Service
(NTIS) database of RTOs registered to
deliver agricultural training at AQF levels
4, 5 and 6 — what we could regard as
management-skill level training — or state-
accredited courses in agriculture such as
those offered by specialist colleges (e.g.,
Marcus Oldham College or WA’s Muresk
Institute at Curtin University). We then
contacted RTOs to find out what they were
in fact delivering, and to telephone-inter-
view them about their perceptions of
VET’s role and effectiveness in this area.
The telephone survey is an accepted and
relatively inexpensive means of surveying
organisations (Groves et al., 1988). We
used a survey combining Likert-scale
questions (Barnett, 2003) with the oppor-
tunity for interviewees to expand verbally
on their answers.
At the time of writing this paper
(August 2005), the project is about to
begin its second phase, telephone-inter-
viewing other stakeholders in the industry.
The third phase will involve case studies of
best-practice training organisations. The
final report is due for completion on
December 31. This paper reports on
findings of the first phase of the study.
Findings to Date
Using the NTIS, we identified 68 organisa-
tions across Australia as registered to deliver
the courses we are investigating. We found
that four of these are not delivering to
livestock producers because their areas are
more oriented to fruit or grain production.
One had suspended delivery of agricultural
qualifications because of a conflict of inter-
est. Twenty-four more were not delivering
to livestock producers, either because there
was no demand, even though they were in
livestock production regions, or because of
funding constraints, training in agriculture
being a relatively high-cost area. Of the 39
RTOs that are delivering the training, six
have five students or fewer, and 13 more
have between six and 20 students. In the
remaining 20 RTOs, numbers of students
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Figure 2
Enrolments in RUA98 and RTE03, 2004 (From tables supplied by NCVER).
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are healthier, but within a wide range.
Only 13 of them have student enrolments
of 50 or more.
The NCVER figures on enrolments in
2004 meanwhile contain a so far
unexplained bulge for Victoria, which
impacts on the total. According to the
statistics, Victorian enrolments were four
times those of the next state, New South
Wales. While doubts have been expressed
as to the accuracy of the figures, including
by the Victorian office of Rural Skills
Australia, they have been checked by
NCVER and are deemed to be correct, as
reported to NCVER by the various state
training authorities.
Across Australia, many RTO intervie-
wees told us there was a lack of demand for
accredited training in agriculture. Many
attributed diminished enrolments to
negative attitudes in the industry.
However, interviewees at organisations
with healthy enrolments believed that
demand was still there. Muresk Institute
(Curtin University of Technology, WA),
Charles Sturt University’s Orange Campus
(NSW), CB Alexander College (NSW),
Riverina Institute of TAFE NSW, and
Rural Industries Skills Training (RIST)
(Vic) all said that there was more awareness
of the advantages of training. Rangelands
Australia (Qld) agreed, although current
participation in its needs analysis based
courses is lower than anticipated. New
England Institute of TAFE NSW and
Longerenong Campus (University of
Melbourne), both of which have good
numbers, took the view that demand was
consistently growing. Our interviewee at
Central West TAFE (WA) said deliverers
had to ‘get out there, to the farms and
shearing contractors, whatever, and sell the
course. The word spreads.’
A critical issue with regard to demand,
or lack of it, may be the extent to which
delivery matches the current and emerging
needs of industry sectors (House of
Representatives, 2005). Our interviewee at
RIST, an independent training organisa-
tion which contracts industry experts to
present training at locations to suit the
course, said: ‘You have to take the training
to where there’s a need’. Challenger TAFE
at Murdoch, WA, has a mobile classroom
used for delivery on farms across the state.
Content is the most important factor influ-
encing farmer participation in learning
activities (Roy Morgan Research, 2001,
2002). If information or training is not
seen as relevant and applicable by farmers
they are unlikely to access or use it
(Kilpatrick, 1996; Kilpatrick, Johns,
Murray-Prior, & Hart, 1999; Keen &
Stocklmayer, 1999; Kilpatrick, Fulton, &
Geard, 2002). Kilpatrick (1997) finds that
a variety of delivery methods and training
programs is necessary. Customisation is an
important aspect of making content
relevant and varying delivery methods.
58% of RTO interviewees thought that
customisation was a positive influence on
the training they delivered. But several
pointed out that funding and time
constraints inhibit customisation.
Funding is having a powerful effect on
RTOs’ perception of sufficiency of demand
and viability of courses. Eighty-one per cent
of RTOs surveyed thought that funding was
a negative influence on the training they
delivered. In Victoria, RTOs are expected to
get 30% of their funding from fee for
service. A spokesperson from Longerenong
Campus (University of Melbourne) said that
in rural areas, they may only get 15% this
way, and have to cut costs in order to cope.
At Challenger TAFE (WA), an interviewee
said that in 2005 they are currently deliver-
ing around 5000 nominal hours that they
will not be funded for wool. Others said that
funding restricts the range of courses and
modules they can offer.
The cost of training also includes the
need to develop learning resources in the
new training package. This cost can be
prohibitive unless good numbers of
students enrol. Where numbers are small,
as in more remote areas, it is particularly
difficult to offer good programs. RTOs
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offering training to these students get the
same dollars per student hour as do those
in more populated areas. Some can only
offer training where clusters of students can
be brought together. Others offer only
units which are less costly to train and
assess. An interviewee at Rural Training
and Employment, a mobile provider in
Charters Towers (Qld), said that funding
through the Queensland Smart VET
Initiative was ‘nowhere near enough’ for his
Certificate IV students in remote Cloncurry,
Normanton and Longreach. There is no
bonus at the Certificate IV level for access-
ing rural and remote clients.
Funding constraints are clearly impact-
ing negatively on training — on whether it
is offered at all, and if it is, on the range of
units and of delivery methods.
Short courses are attracting some
participation. In Western Australia, for
example, about 100 people have under-
taken short courses at Curtin University’s
Muresk Institute, a joint initiative with
WA Department of Agriculture. Some of
these are accredited, but most participants
opt for unaccredited. Curtin’s VTE Centre
has had good participation in two-day
Farm Business Planning sessions offered at
Esperance. The WA Department of
Agriculture has run 15 extension activities
in 2004/05, attended by 499 producers and
consultants. In Victoria, Southwest
Institute of TAFE offers short commercial
training sessions, with competencies from
the training package, delivering these as far
afield as Tasmania. Other short courses on
offer around Australia include More Beef
from Pastures, a Southern Beef Program of
Meat and Livestock Australia (MLA),
consisting of eight production-based
modules. The cost to participants is around
$200 per day, which larger farms will pay
for their employees to attend.
Subsidised short courses are well
attended. In New South Wales, 55 people
have attended Murrumbidgee College of
Agriculture’s 2005 beef-focused short
courses in regional centres across the state,
funded by the NSW Department of
Education and Training. Throughout
Australia, the Prograze course, structured
around eight meetings, looks at theoretical
aspects of pasture and livestock manage-
ment and their application. Producers are
eligible for FarmBis subsidy, but this varies
state to state.
Government subsidy is a determining
factor in much farmer participation in
learning activities (Roberts, Thomson, &
Maru, 2002). Our interviewee at CY
O’Connor College of TAFE, Northam,
WA, said: ‘Farmers only want training if it
pays off … Training takes away from time
spent working, but funding softens the
blow for farmers’. The Commonwealth
Government’s FarmBis program aims to
‘enable farmers to better manage all aspects
of their business through the participation
in learning activities, including business,
and natural resource management’ (Roberts
et al., 2002, p. 27). As shown in Figure 1,
good numbers of farmers have undertaken
management skill level training in the
program. Challenger TAFE (WA), has put
over 3000 wool industry personnel through
FarmBis programs over the last four years,
with successful programs in governance and
business for Aboriginal pastoral companies.
FarmBis informal programs are a lot
more popular for flexibly delivered manage-
ment and higher level production training
(and better funded to allow us to deliver to
small groups) and it is from FarmBis
participation that we get many of our skills
gap and RPL referrals as well as full fee
paying learners (Challenger TAFE
spokesperson, 2005).
However, a spokesperson at RIST (Vic)
said that FarmBis subsidies had become
lower, with some farmers being reluctant to
engage in training because of the increased
cost. The FarmBis program is no longer
running in New South Wales, due to issues
between commonwealth and state govern-
ments. Spokespersons for TAFE institutes
on the north coast and in the west said that
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this was having a negative effect on partici-
pation in their training programs.
Some RTOs also have difficulties with
staffing. Interviewees at Curtin University’s
VTE Centre (WA), CY O’Connor College
of TAFE (WA), Rangelands Australia
(Qld), Rural Training and Employment
(Qld), Marcus Oldham College (Vic), and
the DNR Hortus Australia Group (SA)
pointed out that there is not a big pool of
people with the right blend of practical and
academic experience, or with good techni-
cal understanding of management issues —
particularly in the regions. Western
Australian and South Australian RTO
interviewees said it can also be difficult to
get essential on-site supervisors for external
students enrolled in higher qualification
courses — on-farm people with appropriate
skills and credentials.
In Queensland, New South Wales and
Victoria, agricultural colleges and univer-
sity VET campuses are in transition as a
result of restructuring in the sectors. The
Queensland Agricultural Colleges have
recently amalgamated under one umbrella
group. While there will be benefit as a
result of amalgamation, with savings in the
generation of course material, for example,
current enrolments have diminished, with
an interviewee at Dalby Agricultural
College saying that country parents were
disillusioned. The former Orange Agricul-
tural College merged first with the
University of New England and later with
the University of Sydney. It is now in the
process of becoming part of Charles Sturt
University. An interviewee from the
Orange Campus saw these moves as very
damaging to enrolments in the short term.
Melbourne University is withdrawing from
the provision of VET programs. The
process of transferring existing programs is
underway. Campuses specialising in
agriculture continue with their work in the
interim, but with the transition process
comes some uncertainty.
A number of RTO spokespersons
spoke of the importance of relationships
and partnerships within the education and
training sector, and with industry itself.
New England TAFE has an articulation
agreement with the University of New
England whereby students can continue
their studies at a higher level. There is also
a Memorandum of Understanding with the
Australian Lot Feeders Association whereby
NE TAFE is the sole deliverer of relevant
training nationwide. Other RTOs also
realise the value of interrelationships and
partnerships. Northern Melbourne
Institute of TAFE works with RIST deliv-
ering the Prograze program. Western
Institute of TAFE (NSW) is looking at
developing a Certificate IV with Orange
Agricultural Campus. These relationships
indicate a willingness among some
providers to take the initiative and try
different ways of matching delivery to
industry needs.
In synthesis, the findings of this stage
of our research project found that 35% of
organisations registered to deliver this
agricultural training are not delivering. Of
those who are delivering, only 33% have
enrolments of 50 or more. Perceptions of
demand vary widely, even among those
RTOs delivering. However, the take-up by
producers of short subsidised courses
suggests that demand is there. Promotion
of full course accredited training does not
appear to be reaching enough of the target
audience. In a relatively high-cost training
sector, funding is identified by most RTOs
as inhibiting training. In more remote
areas, this is felt acutely. Funding
contributes to issues with regard to finding
and paying for quality trainers, which again
impacts on the training that can be offered.
Restructuring — largely a result of funding
concerns — has also influenced delivery.
Conclusion
Our traditional primary industries face
significant transitions in education and
training if they are to be encouraged to
adopt necessary innovative business
practices for sustainable futures. The
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FarmBis program, which commenced in
1997, aims to increase farmers’ investment
in learning through a greater acceptance of
the benefits of ongoing learning (Department
of Primary Industries, Water and
Environment, 2005). A decline in VET
delivery has not been matched by a decline
in subsidised short courses, however there
are questions about whether all farmers have
seen the benefits of investing in training for
their farm businesses. The tensions between
costs and funding need to be addressed,
and interrelationships and partnerships —
between providers, and between them and
state and federal government departments
and agencies — may be an integral part of
this. Demand may also be stimulated
through marketing and through innovative
adaptation of delivery to better match
industry and regional needs. But the
findings of our project to date have thrown
up a troubling question: at this crucial time
for our livestock industries, is VET sector
delivery of training essential to their future
actually in decline?
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